Caribbean Intellectuals in the United
. In The Purloined Island, Karem traces a literary and intellectual history of Caribbean and U.S. thought that places in relief a practice of willful ignorance within the U.S. literary imagination that consciously or not, effectively concealed, if not completely effaced, the substantive role played by the Caribbean in U.S. cultural and political formations during much of the twentieth century.
With a title that riffs on Edgar Alan Poe's 1844 detective tale, "The Purloined Letter," Karem offers both concept metaphor and grammar for understanding the nature and protocols shaping U.S.-Caribbean relations and cultural productions from the turn to the mid-twentieth century-purloined. Simply, "the contributions of the Caribbean islands have been appropriated and nationalized by U.S. culture, hidden in plain sight" (10). The richly woven literary history that unfolds within these pages calls into question the rhetoric of "exceptionalism" that has grounded much of the mythmaking regarding the United States. Moving across the turn of the nineteenth century to Fidel Castro's 1959 overthrow of Fulgencio Batista, Karem attends to one of the richest moments of cross-cultural exchange among the West Indies and the United States, interconnections that have nevertheless remained understudied and oft-overlooked despite the turn to hemispheric and globally-minded approaches to American studies. Opening with a critical study of the writings of José Marti, J.J. Thomas, Anténor Firmin, Henry Sylvester Williams, and Benito Sylvain, Karem traces several movements within Caribbean writings on the U.S. that include a recognition of the interdependencies, and for some, a call to "partnership" among nations within the hemisphere; and a critique of the U.S.'s racialized domestic politics and the sociopolitical and economic implications of its ever expanding imperial projects. Correcting the myopia that has governed much of the history of U.S. Karem cogently reminds us that the same global consciousness suffusing Pan-Africanist discourse, a perspective shaped through dialogic engagements among black American and Caribbean writers, grounded the New Negro Renaissance. Differently put, the New Negro Renaissance cannot be understood outside the constitutive contributions made by Caribbean writers to its underlying tenets. The very language of "Harlem Renaissance" reads, then, too narrowly a movement shaped in and through the traffic in ideas and artistic formations among Caribbean and black American artists and political activists. Yet the precincts of our cultural imagination were not simply narrowed through nomenclature, but through deliberate acts of appropriation. Despite the fact that figures like Claude McKay, Marcus Garvey, Arthur Schomburg, and Eric Walrond routinely appear among the roster of New Negro Renaissance participants remembered in cultural histories, their West Indian origins are less frequently acknowledged.
The Purloined Islands makes evident that the effects of this slip were anything but benign. These writers' experience of the West Indies necessarily inflected their cultural politics and political and economic theories, discourses that collectively and individually activated and intensified forms of black radical thought, black nationalism, black militancy, and civil and human rights campaigns during the Renaissance. W.A. Domingo's "Gift of the Black Tropics" makes clear this point. He writes, "'Unlike their American brothers, the islanders are free from those traditions that bind them to a party and, as a consequence, are independent to the point of being radical. Indeed, it is they who largely compose the few political and economic radicals in Harlem; without them the genuinely radical movement among New York Negroes would be unworthy of attention'" (qtd. in Karem 154). Karem discloses nothing less than an intentioned strategy by some African American activists to 'nationalize' West Indian authors "whose works were deemed desirable," by mis-identifying them as African American (126). This re-coding further secured the political agenda of those black intellectuals who sought to privilege the role of black Americans in civil rights and de-colonial projects. It is a turn betrayed in Locke's vision of Harlem as "the center of new Negro 'Zionism'"; and in James Weldon Johnson's publication of select poems by McKay under a different title and without the poet's permission let alone compensation. Karem's archival retrievals place in relief both this pilfering and its recasting by Johnson as philanthropy: "'[W]e wanted," Johnson guilefully penned, "simply to keep you warmly alive, thru a period when practically nothing was appearing from your pen in his country'" (173). Yet, this failure to 1) acknowledge the ethnic backgrounds of Caribbean writers; 2) credit the centrality of their work to Pan-Africanist, black internationalist, and black radical thought; and 3) ignore an author's proprietary rights over his/her own work, participates in a larger politics of obviation, of purloining, furthered by the repertoire of pathologizing caricatures used to misrepresent the Caribbean.
The United States' nineteen-year long occupation of Haiti (1915 Haiti ( -1934 History (1916) . Turning to William Faulkner, Eugene O'Neill, Wallace Stevens, and Waldo Frank among others, Karem parses out how the Caribbean functioned for some American modernists as a platform through which anxieties over nation, citizenship, and American imperialism might take center stage. In his words, "Each of these modernists' 'rediscovery' provides not only fresh visions of seminal cultural figures encountering the 'New World, but also offers new implications for understanding the history and future of the American hemisphere'" (88). In language as trenchant as its point is sharp, Karem urges us to recognize what was so abundantly clear to many Caribbean authors: "to accept the economic promises of prosperity from the United States, whether as an immigrant or a recipient of U.S. corporate influence, is to risk a Faustian bargain-trading a sense of community, culture, or history for a greater economic stake that may leave one an unrecognized cog in the neocolonial machine, at home or abroad" (258).
Karem's book is an essential read, not only for students and scholars of postcolonial, transnational, hemispheric, Black Atlantic, African American, and American studies, but for those who are interested in deepening their understanding of the larger global, historical, cultural, and political exchanges, imperatives, and interdependencies that shape our world. Karem powerfully marshals the complicated and nuanced histories between the West Indies and the United States to insist upon a re-orientation of the optics governing our readings of American histories. Among the many contributions and provocations urged in this book, is an underlying challenge to employ the writings of West Indians as vehicles to think critically about the U.S., its history, its culture, and its engagements across the hemisphere.
